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Torrance, Thomas Forsyth
(b. 1913)
Born

30 August 1913, the first-born son of a

missionary family, Torrance spent his firs.t
thirteen y ears in the mission community at
Chengtu, Szechwan, China. Educated at Edin
burgh University and New College, Edinburgh,
he was duly ordained to the ministry in the
Church of Scotland at Alyth Barony Parish
Church in

1940. His doctoral studies under

*Karl Barth were interrupted by chaplaincy
duties during World War II but were completed
in 1946. Following parish ministry in Aberdeen,
Torrance became professor of church history at
New College in 1950.

In 1952 he was appointed

to the chair of Christian Dogmatics at New
College, which he held until his retirement in

1979. As active in the church as in the academy,
Torrance has diligently served the ecumenical
movement, especially in relations and discus
sions with the Anglican and the Orthodox
communions.

His

many

honours include

appointment as moderator of the General
Assembly of the Church of Scotland in

1976
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and being awarded the Templeton Prize for

grace and the rationality of natural science,

Progress in Religion in 1979. He has written well

Torrance confirms Barth's decision to reject

over two hundred books, articles and reviews,
co-edited the Scottish Journal of Theology for its

natural theology based on a priori, independent

first

27 years, co-edited a new translation of

all

conceptual systems. Torrance thus integrates
scientific and theological rationality in dialogue

*Calvin's New Testament commentaries, and

with Einstein, Polanyi and Godel as well a s

co-edited the English translation of Karl Barth's

*Athanasius, Calvin and Barth. Such an in tegra

Church Dogmatics. His writings range through
out the various fields of theology. He is virtually

tion of fields means that boundary conditions
between science and theology are CO··Or<1inated

unique amongst theologians in the depth of his

within a hierarchical system, where each level

knowledge of the natural sciences.



T h e central years of Torrance's teaching

open upward to a higher but not recmc:101e.
downwards. Hence the independence of both

occurred during the turbulence of the sixties

scientific and theological rationality is hon�

and seventies, when there was a constant con

oured, but not at the cost of a dogmatic ""'�-uuu:�<

cern to reinterpret the gospel in the light of

ism with its dualistic detachment of God

modem assumptions. Torrance came to these

the world. Torrance insists that theological

from

tumultuous times deeply influenced by his

statements should connect appropriately to

Scottish theological heritage, coupled with his

issues of historical factuality and contemporary

intense study of Barth's reconstruction of

scientific cosmology. For instance the incarna

Protestant theology. Barth had exposed the

tion, that is the coming of God in the humanity

many shared assumptions and unresolved ten

of Jesus, deepens the critical realist

r"''""C'tir•n

sions of liberalism and conservatism, Pietism

that the physical world is real in its very

and *Enlightenment, and had sought to recon

gence - even for God. Hence to speak of

struct Christian theology more rigorously on its

rection

proper and unique source, namely, Jesus Christ.

correlate of a bodily resurrection and ascension

without

the

empirical,

However, in disengaging theology from its often

may be fantasy, or perhaps mythology, but not

subtle but constricting marriage to modem cul

theology (Space, Time and Incarnation, p. 89).

ture, Barth gave the appearance to many of

Torrance understands certain found ational

leaving a serious disconnection between theol

theological concepts, including Trinity and.

ogy and contemporary culture and science.

homoousion, as based not on logical inference

Torrance, with these concerns in mind, was led

but intuitive indwelling of the empirical

beyond Barth to re-examine the underlying

of Jesus Christ. They are to be understood

structural unity of the created order with the

open structures, used 'postulatively', having

redemptive economy revealed in Christ. During

fluid revision the further they penetrate

this time, Torrance chose the analogy expressed

ton, Einstein and Scientific Theology', in Trans

('New

in the title of his Theological Science (Oxford,

fonnation and Convergence, p. 274). In this spirit,

1969) to suggest fresh thinking and throw new

Torrance offers many conceptual reforms of the,

light on unsolved problems in the Christian

ways theology has been crafted under the

· ·

claim to know God and the church's attempt to

ence of now outmoded notions of nn�-re:iautvnv

articulate this faith to the contemporary world.

scientific rationality. Torrance discusses

T hough he continues to write extensively on

Newtonian mechanistic determinism

matters relating to the central doctrines of

which his own *Reformed tradition erriom�ousrv·

Christian faith (e.g., The Trinitarian Faith [Edin

formalized the doctrine of election. To1:rartce

burgh,

1997]), Torrance's passion has been to

explore the areas of method raised during these
times of questioning and revolt. His writings
have included extensive and detailed analyses
of the nature of scientific objectivity, the theo
logical and epistemological assumptions of
modem science, the nature of rationality, the
nature of language, and the history of episte
mology and hermeneutics.
Though critical of Barth for failing to bring to
light the connections between the rationality of

Torrance's prescriptive style lacks a

um•vl'i•'-'"''·'·

quality and this has at times rentaeirea
thought inaccessible to the sceptic. Yet by
tively describing theology as a science, To1rrru1ce

d'�

has articulated a clear epistemological am:>roaaii.:
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and outreach for Christian theology in the
modern

scientific

community.

However,

because it is the nature of science to abstract and
to generalize, theology needs other paradigms
to explore and articulate for modernity the
concrete particularity of the Word made flesh.
Torrance's focus on theology as science has
meant that his path has, to some degree, fallen
prey to his own warning. Namely, to pursue one
mode of rationality rigorously to the exclusion
of others creates an artificial abstraction 'which
nature punishes by limiting our discoveries
through it' (Divine and Contingent Order, p. 17). A
lack of sustained integration of aesthetic ratio
nality and little, if any, discussion of an eco
nomic and political translation (praxis) of the
gospel account for the intellectualism of which
Torrance has been accused. This is no doubt
related to his giving priority in theology to
interpreting over enjoying (aesthetics) and serv
ing (praxis) (The Ground and Grammar of Theol
ogy, pp. 156ff.).
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